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All applicants proposing to use recom-
binant DNA techniques must so indi-
cate by checking the appropriate box
on Form NIFA-712, ‘“‘Higher Education
Proposal Cover Page,” and by com-
pleting the applicable section of Form
NIFA-662. In the event a project in-
volving recombinant DNA or RNA mol-
ecules results in a grant award, the In-
stitutional Biosafety Committee of the
proposing institution must approve the
research plan before NIFA will release
grant funds.

(2) Protection of human subjects. Re-
sponsibility for safeguarding the rights
and welfare of human subjects used in
any grant project supported with funds
provided by NIFA rests with the per-
forming organization. Guidance on this
is contained in Department of Agri-
culture regulations under 7 CFR part
lc. All applicants who propose to use
human subjects for experimental pur-
poses must indicate their intention by
checking the appropriate block on
Form NIFA-712, ‘“Higher Education
Proposal Cover Page,”” and by com-
pleting the appropriate portion of
Form NIFA-662. In the event a project
involving human subjects results in a
grant award, the Institutional Review
Board of the proposing institution
must approve the research plan before
NIFA will release grant funds.

(3) Laboratory animal care. Responsi-
bility for the humane care and treat-
ment of laboratory animals used in any
grant project supported with funds pro-
vided by NIFA rests with the per-
forming organization. All key project
personnel and all endorsing officials of
the proposing organization are required
to comply with the Animal Welfare Act
of 1966, as amended (7 U.S.C. 2131 et
seq.), and the regulations promulgated
thereunder by the Secretary of Agri-
culture in 9 CFR parts 1, 2, 3, and 4 per-
taining to the care, handling, and
treatment of laboratory animals. All
applicants proposing a project which
involves the use of laboratory animals
must indicate their intention by check-
ing the appropriate block on Form
NIFA-T712, ‘“Higher Education Proposal
Cover Page,” and by completing the
appropriate portion of Form NIFA-662.
In the event a project involving the use
of living vertebrate animals results in
a grant award, the Institutional Ani-

§3406.19

mal Care and Use Committee of the
proposing institution must approve the
research plan before NIFA will release
grant funds.

(1) Compliance with the National Envi-
ronmental Policy Act (NEPA). As out-
lined in 7 CFR part 3407 (the Agri-
culture regulations implementing
NEPA), the environmental data for any
proposed project is to be provided to
NIFA so that NIFA may determine
whether any further action is needed.
In some cases, however, the prepara-
tion of environmental data may not be
required. Certain categories of actions
are excluded from the requirements of
NEPA.

(1) NEPA determination. In order for
NIFA to determine whether any fur-
ther action is needed with respect to
NEPA, pertinent information regarding
the possible environmental impacts of
a particular project is necessary; there-
fore, Form NIFA-1234, “NEPA Exclu-
sions Form,’”’ust be included in the pro-
posal indicating whether the applicant
is of the opinion that the project falls
within a categorical exclusion and the
reasons therefor. If it is the applicant’s
opinion that the proposed project falls
within the categorical exclusions, the
specific exclusion must be identified.
Form NIFA-1234 and any supporting
documentation should be placed at the
end of the proposal and identified in
the Table of Contents.

(2) Ezxceptions to categorical exclusions.
Even though a project may fall within
the categorical exclusions, NIFA may
determine that an Environmental As-
sessment or an Environmental Impact
Statement is necessary for an activity,
if substantial controversy on environ-
mental grounds exists or if other ex-
traordinary conditions or cir-
cumstances are present which may
cause such activity to have a signifi-
cant environmental effect.

Subpart F—Review and Evaluation
of a Research Proposal

§3406.19 Proposal review—research.

The proposal evaluation process in-
cludes both internal staff review and
merit evaluation by peer review panels
comprised of scientists, educators,
business representatives, and Govern-
ment officials who are highly qualified
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to render expert advice in the areas
supported. Peer review panels will be
selected and structured to provide opti-
mum expertise and objective judgment
in the evaluation of proposals.

7 CFR Ch. XXXIV (1-1-13 Edition)

§3406.20 Evaluation criteria for re-
search proposals.

The maximum score a research pro-
posal can receive is 150 points. Unless
otherwise stated in the annual solicita-
tion published in the FEDERAL REG-
ISTER, the peer review panel will con-
sider the following criteria and weights

to evaluate proposals submitted:

Evaluation criterion

Weight

(a) Significance of the problem:

This criterion is used to assess the likelihood that the project will advance or have a substantial impact upon
the body of knowledge constituting the natural and social sciences undergirding the agricultural, natural re-
sources, and food systems.

(1) Impact—Is the problem or opportunity to be addressed by the proposed project clearly identified, out-
lined, and delineated? Are research questions or hypotheses precisely stated? Is the project likely to
further advance food and agricultural research and knowledge? Does the project have potential for aug-
menting the food and agricultural scientific knowledge base? Does the project address a State, regional,
national, or international problem(s)? Will the benefits to be derived from the project transcend the appli-
cant institution or the grant period?

(2) Continuation plans—Are there plans for continuation or expansion of the project beyond USDA sup-
port? Are there plans for continuing this line of research or research support activity with the use of in-
stitutional funds after the end of the grant? Are there indications of external, non-Federal support? Are
there realistic plans for making the project self-supporting? What is the potential for royalty or patent in-
come, technology transfer or university-business enterprises? What are the probabilities of the proposed
activity or line of inquiry being pursued by researchers at other institutions?

(3) Innovation—Are significant aspects of the project based on an innovative or a non-traditional ap-
proach? Does the project reflect creative thinking? To what degree does the venture reflect a unique
approach that is new to the applicant institution or new to the entire field of study?

(4) Products and results—Are the expected products and results of the project clearly outlined and likely
to be of high quality? Will project results be of an unusual or unique nature? Will the project contribute
to a better understanding of or an improvement in the quality, distribution, or effectiveness of the Na-
tion’s food and agricultural scientific and professional expertise base, such as increasing the participa-
tion of women and minorities?

(b) Overall approach and cooperative linkages:

This criterion relates to the soundness of the proposed approach and the quality of the partnerships likely to
evolve as a result of the project.

(1) Proposed approach—Do the objectives and plan of operation appear to be sound and appropriate rel-
ative to the proposed initiative(s) and the impact anticipated? Is the proposed sequence of work appro-
priate? Does the proposed approach reflect sound knowledge of current theory and practice and aware-
ness of previous or ongoing related research? If the proposed project is a continuation of a current line
of study or currently funded project, does the proposal include sufficient preliminary data from the pre-
vious research or research support activity? Does the proposed project flow logically from the findings
of the previous stage of study? Are the procedures scientifically and managerially sound? Are potential
pitfalls and limitations clearly identified? Are contingency plans delineated? Does the timetable appear
to be readily achievable?

(2) Evaluation—Are the evaluation plans adequate and reasonable? Do they allow for continuous or fre-
quent feedback during the life of the project? Are the individuals involved in project evaluation skilled in
evaluation strategies and procedures? Can they provide an objective evaluation? Do evaluation plans
facilitate the measurement of project progress and outcomes?

(3) Dissemination—Does the proposed project include clearly outlined and realistic mechanisms that will
lead to widespread dissemination of project results, including national electronic communication sys-
tems, publications and presentations at professional society meetings?

(4) Partnerships and collaborative efforts—Does the project have significant potential for advancing coop-
erative ventures between the applicant institution and a USDA agency? Does the project workplan in-
clude an effective role for the cooperating USDA agency(s)? Will the project encourage and facilitate
better working relationships in the university science community, as well as between universities and
the public or private sector? Does the project encourage appropriate multi-disciplinary collaboration?
Will the project lead to long-term relationships or cooperative partnerships that are likely to enhance re-
search quality or supplement available resources?

(c) Institutional capacity building:

This criterion relates to the degree to which the project will strengthen the research capacity of the applicant
institution. In the case of a joint project proposal, it relates to the degree to which the project will strengthen
the research capacity of the applicant institution and that of any other institution assuming a major role in
the conduct of the project.

(1) Institutional enhancement—Will the project help the institution to advance the expertise of current fac-
ulty in the natural or social sciences; provide a better research environment, state-of-the-art equipment,
or supplies; enhance library collections related to the area of research; or enable the institution to pro-
vide efficacious organizational structures and reward systems to attract, hire and retain first-rate re-
search faculty and students—particularly those from underrepresented groups?
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